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W . In my mind, cross-cultural communication is always
. Closely related to teaching English as a second language

. because my iInterest in croéss-cultural communication began
when I taught English in Greege. They are related, however,
in a more general way: every word spoken in an ESL classroom
(and many words not spoken -- Because when words that are -
expected are not ‘spoken, .that too has an effect on the inter-
actiqn)  is cross-¢ultural .communication. In fact, in a hete-
rogenous society like ours, just about svery word spoken any-
where is cross-cultyral communication, if-it's ‘communication
at all, T® ju§tifi?this claim, I must explain what ! mean
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First, what is culture? Culture is everything you have
ever learned about how to communicate and how to think about
things -- which comes down to the same thing. You learn all

, this in previous and ongoing interaction -- by talking to
others, observing how they talk to you, and observing how
others react to your ways of talking. And that is where the
"cross-" comes in: we are exposed to different ways of talking
depending not only on the country we grow up in and the ‘language.
we speak but alsé on regional, ethnic, class, and even gender
influences. (For example, my book CONVERSATIONAL STYLE:
ANALYZING TALK AMONG FRIENDS (Norwood, N.J.: Ablex, 1984)

. presents numerous cross cultural differences in ways that New
Yorkers and Californians have a casual conversation.)

.

My presentation here is in two parts. 'First, 1 suggest
the range of aspects of communication that can vary from cul-
‘ture to culture by mentioning and exemplifyipg 8 kinds of
differences. This is not an exhaustive 1list, but it gives an
idea of the levels of-communication on which differences can
bé found. The second part presents .an article that appeared
In THE ATHENIAN® (an English-language magazine published in
Greece) which reports -the personal experience of an American
answering the telephone in Greece. Using that as a basis, I
then draw some principles ahout communication in general and
cross-cultural communication ih particular bhecause, as I will
explain, cross-cultural communication makes evident and in-
tensifies the processes that are basic to all human communica-

tion. //

1. LEVELS OF COMMUNICATION DIFFERENCES

What is it that can be culturally relative in communica-
tion? The answer is, just about everything -- all the as-
pects of what you say and how you say it.

& -

-1. WHEN TO TALK. To start on the most generaf level, the
questjon of when to talk is different .from culture to culture,
This became apparent to me as 1 recently co-edited a cpllect-
- ion of papers on the topic of silence with my colleague Muriel
* Saville-Troike (PERSPECTIVES ON. SILENCE, Norwood, N.J.: Ablex,
in press). Cultures differ with respect to what is defined
as silence and when it is deemed apprapriate. .

Pcople experience silence when they think there could
or should be talk. If we are sitting together, I may think
there"s silence between us and you-may not. In an article
in the collection 1 co-edited, Ron Scollon points out that.
~  Athabaskan Indians consider it inappropriate to talk to strang-
ers. Now this can yield verz odd results when” an Athabaskan
is in situation with a non%Athabaskan, white or black, who
considers that the way td get to know someone is to talk. One
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‘wants to get to know the other by talking, and the other N
- feels it is inappropriate to talk until they know each other.
; »

‘ . The result ofgthis kind of difference is cross- cultural
/ stereotyping« ﬂ.Athabaskans conclude that Indians are
sullen, uncooperatlve even stupid, becausé they doA't talk
in 51tuat1ons where the non-Indians .expect them to tal
~And on the other sidd, as is dramatized in a book by K%;
Basso among the Western Apache (PORTRAITS OF "THE WHITE
Cambridge University Press, 1979), Athabaskan Indians have
negative stereotypés of non- thabaskans as ridiculously gar-
rulous and also xgocr1t1ca1 because they act asilf they're
your friend when ey're not . ]

Such mutual negative stereotypes are,found.ln country
after country. Those who expect more talk stereotype the
more more silent group as uncooperative and stupid. Those
-who use less talk think of the more talkative group as pushy, -
hypocrltlcal, and untrustworthy. This wgs found, for example,

among Finns as compared to Swedes, accor31ng to Jaakko

Lemtonen and Kari Sa)avaara ir another chapter in the same
volume. The same pattern is seegh1n our own country in the
mutual negative stergqotypes of New Yorkers and non-New Yorkers.

WHAT TO SAY.' Once ;ou ‘decide when to talk, what do you
say? Can you ask questions, and what can you ask them about?
Diana Eades tells ps that Ayétralian Aborigin€s never ask
the question "Why?" 8uzanné Scollon tells us that Alaskan
-+ Athabaskans rarely ask any questions. In these and.other
cultures, questions are regarded as too powerful to throw
around, because they force a response. N

We take it for granted ‘that questdpns are basic to the
educational setting. How would one learn anythlng if one
didn't ask. Ester Goody found, however, that in a learning

e situation in Gonja, o questlons wore ever asked. As she

puts it, Gonjans are so aware of the indirect function of
questlons to 1mply something else that "the pure information .
questlon hasn't got a chance."

A universal way of communicating is telling stories®
But when do you tell them? How many can you tell? What can -
‘they be about? What can the point be, and how do you get to
it? )

. In my rescarch (as reported in the book CONVERSATIONAL
STYLE) I found that New Yorkers of Jewish background were

'more likely than their California friends to tell,stories,

and their stories were more likely to be about their per-

sonal experience. The non-Jewish Californians in the conversa-
tion I studied tended to talk about events that happened to
them without foc051ng on how they felt about those event$.
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Members of each group often responded to the stories told by

members of the .other group with subtle signs of impatience

or incomprehension like "Yeah, and&"'ﬂr."What does it mean?"
o :

Stories are just one of a range of conversational act
which seem obviously appropriate when they pop aqut of t'mr‘
mouths but may not seem appropriate to those whdse ears- they
pop into -- especially if the speaker and _hearer are of dif-
ferent cultural background. For example, when and how and
about what can you tell jokes? When is it appropriate to
use irony and sarcasm, and how do you show it? When do you
give or ask for advice and information -- and how? How and
when do you give and take compliments?

An experienge I had in Greece clued me in to the cultural.
convention involved in seemingly obvious ways of talking. i
In this case, it involved exchanging compliments. I was in-
vited to join a dinner party at the home of a man who was| an
excellent cook. He had prepared an elaborate dinner including
many small individually-prepared delicacies. 1 complimented
the food during dinner:  "These are delicious." My host agreed:
"Yes, they are delicious." This struck me rather negatively;
I didn't think the host shguld be complimenting his own food.
I decided he was egotistical, : '

. Then as I was leaving his house at the end of the even-
ing, I thanked him for the wonderful meal. "What, those
little nothings?" he retorted, with a wave of his hand and a
self-deprecating grimace on his fhce. I was surprised again.
I expected him to accept the compliment this time, saying
something like, "The pleasure yas mine; come again."

: ‘Then I realized that we differgd not about whether com-
p}iments should be accepted or turned aside but rather which
compliments should be accepted and which turned. aside. What
I interpreted as a persénalify characteristic was in fact
cultural convention. o :

In cross-cultural communication~it is difficult to
assess personality characteristics, because such judgements
are always measured against cultural standards. (This raises .
theé intriguing question of the relatiopship between culture
and personality.) . ‘- -

ditference is that ol the conversational control mech

pacing and pausing. How fast do you speak, and how lo

you wait before another speaker finishes before you conclude
s/he has no more to say? Differences in expectations about
‘these matters can bring a conversation to an end.

3. PACING AND PAUéING. The néxt level of cross-cultm .

*

If two people who are talking have even very slightly
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different expectations about how'long to wait between turnms,
" then the person who expects a slightly shorter pause will.

take a turn first -- filling the pause whiée the other is
still waiting for it. I had a British fri®end who I thought

+ never had anything to say (which was becoming rather annoy-
ing) untjil I learned that she was waiting for a slight pause
to take her turn, but that pause never occurred around me,
because before it did, I perceived an uncomfortable silence

* which JI-kindly headed off by talking,

. . L I - . .

One might think that knowing someone a long ‘time, you
would get to know their style. But these reactions. are au-
tomatic and their meaning seems sedf-evident. Furthermore,
negative conclusions, such ‘as the impression that someone
has nothing to Say, are constantly reinforced'by what you
observe to be their behayior. You have no reason to revise
your evaluation. .

Even being married is no proof against mutual mis-
interpretation. I am frequently thankéd by readers and ~
audience members who tell me that these kinds of slightly
different habits account” for misunderstandings that have
plagued them their entire married lives. A slightly slower

Jpartner accuses a faster one of mot giving them a chance to
talk and not being interested in what they have to say. The
slightly fdster partner accuses the slower one of not talking
to him or her, not saying what's on their mind.
-~ This level of processing is automatic. You don't stop
- and ask yourself, "Now how many milliseconds shall I wait?"
You simply perceive whether or not someone wants to talk and .
act accordingly. < ‘
4. LISTENERSHIP. Another level of processing in conversa-
tion that 1s automatic and taken for granted is showing
listenership. One way is through gaze. Frederick Erickson
found that white participants in his study maintained eye gaze
when listening and frequently broke their gaze when -speaking.
Blacks in the study did the opposite. They maintained steady
eye contact when speaking add frequently broke their gaze
when listening. 2T .

-

+

This meant that when a white speaker talked to a black
. listener, s/hc had the feeling that the black wasn't paying
* attention because the gaze wasn't there. Qnd when the white
speaker sent a small signal. asking for confirmation of com-
-prehension, the black often missed it because s/he was look-
ing away. Se the speaker then said the same thing again, in
simpler terms -- talking down. When the white was the list-
ener, the black;speaker's steady gaze seemed overbearing.

I found that New Yorkers in my study had an~enthusia§ti€
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way of showing listenership -- for éxample, shouting YWOW!
or "NO KIDDING!"™ -- which frightened and confused the
Californians and stopped them dead in their vocal tracks.

If your speaking habits create a strange reaction in
someone you're speaking to, you don't realize that they're
reacting to you. You think, instead, that they have strange
speaking habits -- and are strange people. The New Yorkers
never suspected why the Californians stopped. All they could
see was that they kept hesitating and not getting on with
their talk. .

5. INTONATION. Another level-of difference is intonation:
Here [ wiii borrow an example from the work of John Gumperz.
There were complaints about rudeness by dafeteria employees
-from India and Pakistan who had been hired for, jobs tradi-
tionally he¢ld by British women in London's Heathrow Airport
employee cafeteria. The Asiah. women felt they were the ob-
ject of discrimination. ' ‘

t

When a gustomer coming through the cafeteria line re-
quested meat, the employee had to find out if he wanted gravy
on it. The British women asked, "Gravy?" The Asian women -
also said "Gravy," but instead of going up, their intondtion
went down at the end. During a workshop séssion, the Indian-
women said they couldn't. see why they were getting negative_
reactions since they were saying the same thing as the British
women. But the British women pointed out that although they -
were saying' the same word, they weren't saying the same thing.
"Gravy?" -- with the question intonation -- means "Would you
like gravy?" The same_word spoken with“falling intonation
seems to mean, "This ¥s gravy. Take ;a or leave it."

Tiny differences in intonation can throw an interaction
completely off without the speaker knowing that something N
s/he said caused the problem. Intonation is made up of.dif-
ferences # pitch, loudness, and rhythm -- features of talk
we use both to show how we mean what we say, and to express
special meanings. Cultures differ in how they use these
little signals both to do conversational business as usual,
and also to express special meanings or emotions.

1

Gumperz has shdown, for example, that whereas speakers
of British English use loudness only! when they are angry,
speakers of Indian English use it to get the floor. So
when an Indian speaker is trying to get the floor,- the
British speaker thinks s/he is getting angry -- and gets
angry in return. The result, both agree, is a heated inter-
change, but each thinks the other introduced the emotional
tone into the conversation. .

6. FORMULAICITY. The next level-of cross-cultural differ-
ence 1is the question of what is conventional and what is
novel in a language. qhenal first visited Greece, I had the.

R 7,
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impression that one after another individual Greek that I -
met was a poetic soul -- until I heard the same poeti¢ usage
so often that I realized they were all uttering conventional
truisms that seunded novel and poetic to me because I wasn't
familiar with the convention. . )

~Our own talk is full of figures of speech which we take
for granted -- until we hear them fractured or altered by
* non-native speakers (or trug poets). .

Q

7. _INDIRECTNESS. Communication in any culture is a matter
of indirectness. Only a small part of meaning’ is contained
in the words spoken; the largest part is communicated by .

v hints, assumptions, and audiente filling-in from context and
prior experience:. Yet how to be indirect is culturally rgl:
ative, - - , .

\ Americans as a group (I lump Americans as a group here,
but I cautior that Americans ‘are not a group but are culturally
heterogeneous, §s I1've been explaining) tend to ignore or even-
rail against indirectness. We believe that wdrds should say
what they mean and people should only be acgountable for what
they said in words. We tend to forget the importance of the
interpersdnal level of interaction and think that in some in-

stances only content counts. . :
N ‘ »
This is value associated with "getting down to brass. -
tacks" and "s ing to facts" -- values taken for granted

in American business and education, and perhaps more generally
by American meny- But it gets American businessmen'in trouble
when they try, for example, to skip the small talk and get
right down to business with Japanese, Arab, or Mediterranean
counterparts, for.whom elaborate small talk must furnish the
foundation for any business dealings.

Non-Americans, and American women, more often realize
that much of what is meant cannot be said outright. This in-
troduces the enormous problem, even within a culture, of .
figuring out what is meant that is not said. Cross-culturally
it becomes a maddening guessing game that most entrants lose.

A quick example of indirectness: A Greek woman told me
that when she asked her father (as a girl) or her husband
(as an adult) whether or not she could do something, he would
never say no. If hesaid "If you want, you can do it,” she knew
he didn't.want her to. If he really thought it was a good
idea he would be enthusiastic: "Yes, of course. Go," She
knew from the way he waid yes whether he meant yes or' no.

This strikes many Americans as hypocritical. why. didn't

he say what he meant? "Well he did say what he meant in a way
she had no trouble understanding. But if .a Greek-American \

-
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cousin came to visit the family and asked her uncle if she |
¢ould do something and he answered in a way his daughter
always understood, she would be likely to take his equivocal
response literally. Although they spoke the same language --
Greek -- they would be victims of cross-¢ultural miscommuni-

Now that commerce with Japan is hidespread there are .
frequent reports of frustratign by Americans- because polite
Japanese'never say né., One mist understand from kow they
say yes whether or not they mean it. ‘Since Americans don't
know the system, they don't, know what signals to look for --
even if they realize, (which most don‘t) that yes might mean

'S
. \

8. COHESION AND COHERENCE. I have defined.cohesion as
Tsurface Tevel ties showing relationships among elements"
in discourse and coherence-as "organizing structure making
the words and seatences into a unified discourse that had.
cultural significance" (COHERENCE IN SPOKEN AND WRITTEN
DISCOURSE, Ablex, in press). .

I'11 cite another example from Gumperz tq illustrate
cohesion. Indian speakers often emphas1z& the sentence
immediately preced1ng their main point, and then utter the
main point somewhat in a lower voice - as if for drapatic |
effect. -‘But British English speakers expect the main point to
be emphasized, sq by the time the Indian is saying the main
point, the British listener has switched off.

\ Robert Kaplan illustrated differences in establishing
coherence  (thdugh he didn't use that term) in ESL essays.
Somec very interesting current work on cross-cultural dis- :
course structure is being done by Barbara Johnstone Koch on
Arabic vs. English. ‘Argumentation in Arabic, she shows, is
by accretion and repetigion -- highlighting by saying over *
and over the impottant po1ni rather than building up to it,
as Americans cxpect. To Americans, such repetition seems
pointless and not like argumentation at all.

change. One who learns the vocabulary and syptax of a new
language is likely te hang it on the paralingtistic and dis-
course structures of the natlve commun1¢at1Ve-system.

Habits:o4 cohesion and coherence are vg:E&resistaﬁtfto

*

SUMMARY. We have seen many levels of differences on which
cross-culturalncommunication can falter: When to talk, what
to say, pacing and pausing, showing listenership, 1ntonat10n,
‘formulaicity, indirectness, and cohesion and coherence. This
list also describes the linguistic ways that meaning is commu-

‘nicated in talk. This is no coincidence. Communicafion is,
.by its very nature,-culturally relative. ’
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‘Now I will present the article from THE A
then use it as the basis for some

II. AN EXAMPLE AND GENERAL PRINCIPLES

)

generalizations about

- Cross-eultural communication. .

l

In most countries, when people answer .the
telephone, they ejther start off with a cheery
'hello’, or witll their phone number or the name
of their firm. In this country, one is usually
met with a clipped, 'Embros!' {'Forward!" or
'Go ahead!') or with a guarded 'Nai?' or
'Malista?' ('Yes?').. . \

. I have no-idea how the 'embros' response
originated but I suspect that the first tele--
phones ever used in Greece must have belonged
to the army. ‘And since official conversation
in the army is not particularly noted for its
courteousness, the clipped and abrupt 'embros®

came into being and eventually passed into
'

civilian use. ) .

. . Jd

After twenty-five years of residence in,
this country, I am still slightly put out when
I ring a number and hear the voice at the other
end giving me' the command.to go forward. I start
mumbling 'ah', and 'er', and the voice at the
other end becomes more insistent, repeating .
'Embros!' two or three times. By then I have
become completely flustered and can't remember
whom I was calling in the first place. And when
I do remember and start to speak, the person
at the other end has slammed the phone down.

L] ‘ *

Spmetimes when I gial a number I get a
busy sighal and sometiffes nothing at all but,
more ,often than not, I get a number that is J
completely different from the one I dialled.
If the person at the other end waits lon
enough for me to get through my 'ahs' and 'ers'

. and realizes I have been connected with a

wrong number, he abruptly utters the word
'lathos’ (mistake) and cuts me off immediately.
If I try again and, instead of a busy signal, I
get the same wrong number, the pext 'lathos!' is
louder and more scathing. I try to explain
that I am dialling correctly but getting his
number .through no fault of my own but the
person at the other end has already slammed
théiphone;down and my explanations ‘are lost
.into a dead receiver. v -

- -
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1 was subjected to a curt lecture. 'My dear
sir," I was told, 'why the hell don't you
' learn to dial pfoperiy?' ‘By the time I had
gotten over the shock of this rudeness and
. thought of an approprlate reply, I was natur-
ally cut off, .

~ Ongg, instead of the laconlc 'lathos'
J

-

I myself try to be as polite as I can
with people whd ring dnother number and get
mine instead. But it can be exasperating
when the person ' at the other end is a peasant
woman calling form some remote village in the
hinterland. . .

‘ 'Mitso, is that you?' a shrlae voice
shouts into my ear.

. .
: "™No, it is not Mitso, There is no Mitso
here. You have the wrong number. *

'Where: is Mitso? I want to speak to
him!* the shrill voice goes on. :

-

~ "There is no Mitso here. You have the

wrong number,' I repeata

'Wrong number? What wrong number? Where
1s Mltso?'

'What number are you calling?'

'Barba Stavro,.is that you? I want to
speak to Mitso. Where is he?! .
A

2

-

‘It is not Barba Stavro. You have the ; -
wgpng number. Put your phone down and try -
_again.?

'Who are-you?' ) "

I decide to try a different tack 'What
number are you callzng?'

The shrill voice Tremains silent. There
is a consyltation at the other end that I cannot
quite make out. ., Then the line is cut off. A
few seconds later the phone rings again.

'Mltso, is that you?'
By this time I have had enough. I leave

the phone off the hook and go ‘into the. kitchen to
make myself a cup of coffee. By. the time I

10
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Teturn and pickup the receiver again I can hear
. the.woman engaged in'an ahimated cConversation with
"Mitso., How she ever got through to him on my open
line I shall never know. .
A friend of mine claims that he can .tell
_whether a company is flourishing or not by the
state of its lavatories. “If they are bright and
spotless, the company is doing well. If they are
., hot, the company is obviously going down the drain.
As I.rarely use compaény toilets, I haven't been
able tq substantiate or disprove this contention,
‘Hqwever, I do believe that -the way a switchboard °
operator or a secretary answers the phone is.a
strong clue to the way a company is being run.

" The company name and a bright and cheery
'Kalimera sas' (good morning) right up to the end
of the day means the company is doing very well
indeed, with a happy and efficient staff to keep
it going. A tired voice barely pronouncing the
company's name and nothing else is a bad omen. It
is usually the trade mark of a government control-,
led corporation where nobody gives a damn, or ‘of
a company seething with labour troubled and cash-

flow problegns.

.

»

Secretaries who put you through to their
bosses straight away after “you have identified
yourself are obviously working for a successful
man who has nothing to fear from anyone. The ones
who make you wait with an 'I'1l see if he's in'

-~ the most often-repeated lie in our modern world
=~ are manifestly working for a man who is full
of E?ng-ups and probably can't cope with his job,

A Hotel switchboard operators are a.race apart.
They know ®everything that is going on in the hotel,
probably by listening in on everybody's conversa-
tions. There is one luxury hotel in Athens (which
shall remain nameless) whose switchboard operators
arc the frienddiest and most uninhibited girls in
the business, Typical responses from this hotel
are: oo ‘ . \

. d 'Mrs. Haggerty? 1Is that the red-haired Irish-
American lady with the husband who has a sinus con-
dition? Ah, well, she went out_ about fifteea minutes
ago to buy some Greek embroidery. She'll probably
‘be back, soon. Can I take a message?'

r

O:)plse: 'Mr. Ferguson? No, I'm afraid he's
- T "

* . v
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out. He had.an appointment at ten at -the Ministry
- of Coond1nat1on and you know what,they're like

. there. He probably won't be back till after two.
Do _you want to speak to his wife? She's 51tt1ng

in"the lounge waiting for him and I expéct she's ) N
bored Stlff ‘'Hang on a minute and 1'11 have her _
. pa%edtg T you.'* - | . R : *

2,
- = »

~ Let me say first the the reason.l c11pped this article
more than five. years agp and kept it hanging on my wall for .
. more than half that time, is not only that it's funny .- or,"
rather, ‘the reason it is so funny to me ~- isthat it- “d€s- o .
* cribes ptrfectly the response I had to Greek conventions for . .
answering the telephone and performing. other such fleeting
encounters which did not seem funny to me at, the time but
. caused me no end of hurt feelings and negat1ve evaluatlons.. \ ~
The observations I will now make “about cross-cultural ggmmius-- o
nication based on this - example are not intended to 1mp}¥ that
.Kitroeff was wrong .anything he wrote. ' Quite_the contrary,
"he ' Was eloquently a&d beautifully right in all. he observed.
But I want to step to a differeat level of abstraction to _ "
analyze the situation -- a level of abstraction that Kitroeff
may well have heen aware of, but which it would mot have been :
appropriate fox h“m-to artiCulate in this article, because : * e
his goal’ (bless him) was not to analyze but to describe. and .
< amuse, e

Y

:
-

-  Note flrst that Kitroeff talks not about &1fferent con-
ventions for telephone talk but about what he perceives as
- personality -= people’s intentions. He assumes that his con-

cept of wh:gﬁﬁ%nollte is universal. This shows up even in
the adJectrifhe uses to describe his experience: I suspect

"a cheery hé¥fo' sounds "cheery" to him (rather than, sa
saccharine or silly) because it's what he expects., On t e
other hand, the "clipped and abrupt emros" and the "guarded
. 'Nai?'™ ('Yes?') sound so by comparison to what he is used
to. He has an emotional response to the way he is addressed
on the phone and evaluates tge intentions of the speaker by
.that response. Similarly, he calls the woman'$ voice "shrlil"
"and says she is "shouting" because her volume and pitch are
higher than he expects.

L

It may be that the woman‘who calls his hougp talks on
*. and on because he encouraged her to, by not saying, as soon : -
* % a5 he realized she had the.wrong number, "LATHOS!" and hang- . .
ing up -- like any normal Greek would. By not doing what .
was normal in that system, he misled her.. She. kept demanding ’
to speak to Mitso because he kept talking to her --» giving
the impression that she must be talking to someone who knows

rAlec?'ltroetf"l'he Athenlan, October, 1977, p. 19. . Reprinted
by permission, ‘ s ’ >

LIS
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her. Her qnly problem then was to ffgure out who it was. -

] K , : o

You have, seen yourself, I am sure, dn the position of g
this woman: behaving in a.way that is Tather bizarre .because
others are behaving in ways that sgem strange to you. .You .
‘assume, all the while, that the other is always the same \ v
person. If he is‘acting strangely right now, he is a strange
person. But we see oyrselves as many different people: I'm
only acting strangely right now because the situation is oo
strange '-- or because you are! This is not my normal behavior.
(This is very relevant to a classroom situation, which be-.
comes natural for the teacher,’ who has gotten used tg it,
-but may be a very strange sithation to many, of the stddents. |

Another geﬁeral truth about communication which is illys-
trated in this examble is what anthrop igist Gregory Bateson
called COMPLEMENTARY SCHISMOGENESIS (STEPS TO AN ECOLOGY OF
MIND, N.Y.: Ballantine, 1977), We'expect that if people

. whose styles differ have a chance to commpn;cate frequently,
they’ will accommbdate each other and becdme morg similar. -
. This sometimes happens,. and “the phenomenoh has beén studied
by psychologists under the rubric of accommodatio eory,
for example by Howard Giles. But Bateson points out that
often, in such circumstances, rather than becotiing morg ¢
gruent in extended interaction, each one's style drives
other. to more. extreme forms of the differing behavior. This
is- complementarty schismogenesis. Then each Qne.ends up ex-
hibiting behaviors.that are extreme even for him or her.

That happens in our example. When Kitroeff héars the
abrupt answer "'embros,” he.is caught off guard. As a result,
he hesitates and falters, which drives the Greek phone "ah-

swerer to more insistent and petemptory forms of speech T

which distress Kitroeff -even more, until he completely for-
gets who-he was calling. Each one gets more exaggerated in
‘his own style. Similarly, the Californians in my study were
caught off guard by the style of the New Yorkers, consequept-
ly -became more tentative.and hesitant, and thus incited the
New Yorkers to become more directly encouraging -- in _their
style. . e Ty e .

Kitroeff's experience on the phone also demonstrgtes
the uselessness of formulas with ;Kose who don't recognize
them. He tried to let the Greek caller know ghe had gotten
the wrong number by asking, "What number do you want?" This
sounds very logical to him (and to us), but'really it is a
conventional expression by which we let callers know the num-
ber they have reached is not the one they want. We don't :
really need to know what number they want, and in the vast
majority of cases, we already know it isn't our number before
we ask that. However it seems more polite to make sure be-
fore pronouncing the call a wrong number. The Greek woman,

4
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‘I imagine, did not answer these questions not because she
couldn't but because she wasn't used to that convention,
$0 the question didn't make any sense to her.

The last observation 1 wild make about this example
is somewhat, depressing in terms of the prognosis .for cross-
cultural comfunication: the resilience of out conventional
habit®. Kitroeff had lived in Greece for 25 years and still
had not gottenuused to Greek ways of answering the phone.
After all that time, it still seemed rude. Of course he is’
not uniqye nor even unusual in this. .In the early years of * L,
our 1liv we develop ingrained notions of politemess and n. .
rudeness hlch come to seem self-evident and arguably logi-
cal, A lifetime of exposure to different conventions may . -
drive us to distraction but will rdot make us question our
-assumption¥ -- unless out of the ordinary. processes, like
brain-washing or studying cross-cultural COmmunicgkion,A
intervene. 1In the latter case, we: may come to understand
the cultural relativity of such notions as politeness and (
rudeness, but we are not likely to change our automatic emo-
tional reactions to ways of talklng. . .

L ) v
\} A MODEL FOR COMMUNICATION

Cross-cultural communication highllghts the prgtesses
that underly all communication, As Ron_ Scollon points out -
in an article entitled "The Rhythmig Integration of Ordinary
. Talk", all communication is:a double bind. We have to bal-
ance two conflicting needs ‘which linguists call negatlve
and positive, face but which I ljke' to shink of as”involvement
~and independence: the néeds toWpe connected to others and to
‘not bg imposed on. It's a double bind (andther term from
Bateson) because honoring one of the needs entails violating.
the other, and -we can't step out of the situation. We can't '

~

not communicate. . . \ : .

’

This doublé bind is articulﬁrly painful in cross- . L.
. cultural communlcat1on, where we find ourselves protesting, . :
*-"Hey, I'm just 1ike you -- don't treat wme d:.fferent'ly!"
Thls needs no explanation. But then we find ourselves pro=
.testing, “Hey, I'm different from you -- I need special con-
sideration!"™ All the cross-cultural differences L have des-
cribed will result in misunderstandings if special considera- _
tion is not made, Such consideration should be made, I oL
believe, but becilise of the double bind, any such special
gon51derat1on tes the desire not to _be seen.as different. -

] . -

"> GROSS-CULTURAL comumcmx"on LSN'T ALL BAD -

'So as not*to endwon a negat1Ve note, 1 will give two . |
examples of recent research which found that cross- cultural s
N » -

N
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communication, even when it is not, strictly speaking,
successful, nonetheless can have positive rather than nega-
tive effects. Siti Suprapto studied the talk between an °
Indonesian gynfecologist and his American patients. One
cross-cyltural misunderstanding that repeatedly occurred was
that the doctor used laughter in a way that is conventional

in Indonesia -- to smooth over embarrassing situations. He
giggled when he mentioned potentially embarrassing topics
todpis patients.” The women had no idea that he was using an
Indonesidn convention. But they liked his laughing, which
they interpreted as a personality characteristic. They
"thought he was easygoing, friendly, and nice. He made them
comfortable. In a clinic setting, many women who returned .
for sub¥dequent visits specifically requested the doctor who.
laughs a . S e

A second example is from a study by Carolyn Adger of

a multi-ethnic classyoom. The children in the first grade ‘
class, who came from a wide variety of backgrounds, did learn
to ‘get. along, . In particular, Adger studiedgargumenms'between
two boys, one American black and one Vietnamese, who became
best friends and sought out each other's company.

These two boys had very differe
win an argument. The black child f
the last word. The Vietnamese chil
ture that values displays of harm
say something conciliatory and see himself as a peace-
maker. He sought oneupmanship r the long haul, by get-
‘ting a jibe in later. Because of thgir cross-cultural dif-
ferences, it was possiblé for both boys to feel they had come
out well in the same argument., “ .

ideas about how to
that he had to get -
, who came from a cul-
» was happyeif he could

>

. CONCLUSION

Cross-cultural communication'is like trying to follow,
a route on which someone has turned the signposts around.
All the familiar signposts are there, but when you follow

. them they don't lead you in the right direction,

Cross-cultural comgunication exhibits the benefits
and problems of all communication in extreme form. Inga
paper given at the Georgetown University Round Table on
Languages and Linguistics' in 1981, A. L. Becker quotes
Ortega y Gasset.as saying that all communicatign is exu-
.berant and deficient. 1It's deficient because what we say
never communicates exactly what we have in mind in all its
ramifications and associations. It's exuberant because. our
listeners see ramifications and associations which'we don't
‘intend to communicate, as well ds impressiong of us. This
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‘ self is a

~ -

is trué‘ip allfcommunication, because all commuhication‘is
to some degree cross-cultural: no two people have exactly

- the same communicative background. In situations that are

more decidedly cross-cultural: among speakers of different
languages from different countries -- the exuberancies and
.deficienciegiare proportiepately greater.
The issue of ctoss-cﬂlturgl‘commuﬁicatioh is 'at the
very heart of being human, If you find, over time, that your

. waysof saying things are misunderstood, that your intentions

are misperceived, you start to think you are crazy. You
question your very semnse of being in the world., This, I
think, is what happens in that phenomenon we've all experi-
enced, culture shock, Sadly, it's a feeling many ESL stu-
dents -have much of the time, » . ; .

_ At the end of a classic paﬁer on the coherence. system -
of Javanese Shadow Theatre, Becker points out that foreign

ldnguage\1§§;ning has a lot in common with schizophrenia:

the expérience of not being ‘aBie to-establish a sense of co~

herence in the world, of not being a.right sort of peridom
whom others undetrstand. . R
i . N hd

Whatﬁghn we do about these problems? Understanding ig-
gwerful tool., If we can talk to our studehts
about the p¥Yoblems they are having in getting .themselves
understood, §the feelings they have when.their intentions are
misinterpretéd and when they find others behaving incompre-
hepsibly or (as it seems to them) badly; if we can let them
know that there are very concrete reasons for such disturb-
-ances in cross-cultural communication, then a great part of
‘the self-doubt may be at least partly soothed. If we all
remind ourselves’ that others may not have understood what _

they said, it may go a long way to make all foreign language .

learners and all communicators‘? little more sane,

-
»
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